Rheumatic disorders affecting the head and neck: underestimated diseases.
To describe the clinical manifestations of rheumatic disorders with isolated head and neck (H&N) affection and to introduce a novel diagnostic pathway. From 2004 to 2010, 90 patients presented with isolated H&N symptoms of a rheumatic disorder were included in the study. Rheumatic disorders were classified according to the ACR criteria. In 2008, we introduced a novel diagnostic pathway to reduce under-diagnosis of primary rheumatic disorders in the H&N. Disease-related data were assessed retrospectively and set into clinical context. The majority of patients suffered from SS (n = 42), granulomatosis with polyangiitis (Wegener's) (n = 13) and sarcoidosis (n = 18) with predominance for female patients (n = 65). Enlargement of the major salivary glands (n = 47), sicca symptoms (n = 41) and cervical lymphadenopathy (n = 25) represented the most frequent symptoms. Interestingly, 3% of all enlargements of salivary glands and 4% of all cervical lymphadenopathy could be contributed to rheumatic disorders. The mean time to diagnosis was 20.71 months for SS, 8.4 months for granulomatosis with polyangiitis and 57.5 months for sarcoidosis. After implementation of the newly developed diagnostic pathway in 2008, the annually diagnosed rheumatic disorders increased 5-fold. The majority of rheumatic diseases of the H&N can be related to SS, granulomatosis with polyangiitis and sarcoidosis. However, the lack of specific symptoms and the clinical variability of H&N manifestation may contribute to a prolonged time to diagnosis. Our retrospective study points out the variability of symptoms and suggests a diagnostic pathway to reduce the cases of undetected H&N affection in rheumatic disorders.